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It’s a tall bookcase reaching from the
floor to the ceiling typical of bookcases
at the Carl Sandburg Home. It, like the

others, is brimming with books. These books are,
however, different from the usual literary works
associated with the site. They are the catalog
records for Carl Sandburg Home NHS, and this
particular bookcase stands in the corner of the
curatorial office at the park.

The years between 1988 and 1991 were
especially productive for the catalogers of the

S a n d b u rg collection. It was a period of concen-
trated eff o rt to properly catalog the 220,000
objects donated by Mrs. Sandburg .

So the questions are asked—is it worth it
and what value does it serve? What value does it
s e rve as we constantly juggle so many import a n t
p re s e rvation and visitor needs? All those re c o rd s ,
f rom floor to ceiling, are duplicated on the com-
puter database. Wo rth the investment?

I suspect Garrison Keillor, of Prairie Home
Companion fame, best answered those questions
in a broadcast from the Mark Twain Home in
H a rt f o rd, Connecticut. While handling a cue ball,
Keillor inadvertently broke it. The site’s curator
standing nearby thoughtfully commented, “It was
just a matter of time?” Keillor noted, “Those are
h a rd words for a curator to say!”

H a rd but true! Our best eff o rts to monitor
and pre s e rve will gain us longer t e m p o r a ry c o n-
t rol. In the preface to her biography of Carl
S a n d b u rg, Penelope Niven describes “sweltering
weeks on hands and knees at Connemara searc h-
ing for Sandburg papers under the eaves, in the
attic, in the cellar,” and “day after day battling
mold, mildew, mice, and time for custody? Ti m e
will ultimately win. When it does, we hope to be
re a d y. ”

A catalog of museum objects is much like an
i n v e n t o ry of plant and animal species in a natural
a rea. Whether it follows a national event like the
Valdez Oil Spill in Alaska or is conducted locally
on a county-wide basis, it makes good sense to
know what we have.

The museum re c o rds are an important part
of what we in the National Park Service pre s e rv e
at a site. What we know of our past and the inter-
p retive stories we tell tomorrow are supported by
our documentation today, for ... it is just a matter
of time.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Connie Hudson Backlund is the Superintendent of
Carl Sandburg Home National Historic Site. Prior to
her present position, she coordinated many of the ser-
vicewide curatorial services courses at Mather
Employee Development Center. For questions, contact
her at Carl Sandburg Home NHS, 1928 Little River
Road, Flat Rock, NC 28731, 704-693-4178, or
cc:Mail CARL Superintendent.
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I t ’s a Matter of T i m e
The Value of Documentation

NPS collections document the units of the Park Service themselves—the people, t h e
p l a n t s, the past, the pre s e n t — for re fe rence and use in the future.We must use the
data that has been re c o rded over the ye a rs ; we must share as mu ch information as
we can with as many disciplines and institutions as we can.The fo l l owing art i cl e s
i l l u s t rate the importance of documentation.
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